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Mediawatch: Richard F. Harris assesses the early reaction to the outbreak in 
Mexico.
Swine flu feverWhenever a public health official 
utters the word ‘pandemic’ in a 
deliberately calm tone of voice, it’s 
understandable that many people 
decide that it’s time to panic.
The surprise, in the big flu panic/
pandemic of 2009, is not how quickly 
we panicked, but how quickly the 
news media declared that we were 
overreacting. Health officials raised 
the alarm on the last Sunday in April, 
and already the following Tuesday, the 
Washington Post was telling us the 
story was overblown.
“Of course we’re doing too much 
to scare people,” Mark Feldstein, 
a former correspondent for NBC, 
ABC and CNN confessed to the 
Washington Post. “Cable news has 
24 hours to fill, and there isn’t 24 hours 
of exciting news going on. If you scare 
people, they’ll tune in more.” “This is one of the hazards of 
24-hour Internet-media-television,” 
MSNBC President Phil Griffin added. 
“It’s obviously a big story and you 
want to give it attention. I do think we 
have to be careful not to overstate 
it and not make people scared to 
death.”
Absolved, then, of their duty to 
not be alarmist, the cable networks 
in particular made sure swine flu 
(more about the name in a minute) 
would fill the airwaves to satisfy an 
understandably jittery public. 
“Tonight, we’re going to give you 
the facts, not hype,” Anderson Cooper 
told his viewers on CNN on 27 April. 
Alas, the broadcast then descended 
into describing Mexico City in a 
“panic” and asserting matter-of-factly 
(and wrongly) “You have around 150 
deaths in Mexico, as you have heard, but we don’t know how many that’s 
out of total.”
Those incautious words — based 
on overblown estimates from the 
Mexican government — came from 
CNN correspondent Sanjay Gupta, 
who had only recently turned down 
the nomination to be the US Surgeon 
General. “We’re having a hard time 
figuring out how deadly this is.”
A writer for the Tulsa (Oklahoma) 
World newspaper only half-jokingly 
bought into the cable-TV panic.
“Taking stock this weekend of 
CNN’s list of symptoms, I had all but 
one of ’em less than 48 hours upon 
my return from Mexico last month,” he 
said, dismissing his doctor’s diagnosis 
of an ordinary stomach bug. “But my 
Chicken Little mind-set may come 
in handy as fears simmer over this 
growing global malady.”
To be sure, there were good reasons 
to pay close attention to this outbreak. 
One headline in The Independent Alert: Newspapers were quick to raise fears about a pandemic before they began to consider the realities of the flu outbreak.
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The world has been on a heightened 
state of alert about flu for some time. 
Occurrences of bird flu in people 
across Asia in recent years hit the 
headlines and added to the worries 
that a new pandemic is overdue. So 
the appearance of swine influenza in 
Mexico has caused alarm bells to ring. 
Swine flu is caused by type A influenza 
virus that regularly causes outbreaks 
in pigs. Swine flu viruses cause high 
The world has been gearing up for 
the next pandemic. Nigel Williams 
reports.
Flu concerns
Alert: Mexican police last month wear face masks in the face of the swine flu outbreak.  (Photo: 
Getty/Luis Acosta.)summed up a parallel that many 
health officials and journalists had 
noted: “Disturbing echoes of the great 
1918 flu pandemic.”
“The main danger of a new flu virus 
emerging from pigs is that it would not 
be recognised by the human immune 
system and so would result in severe 
infections that could quickly spread 
from one person to another,” The 
Independent noted. And there was no 
denying that we were possibly headed 
in that direction.
Less often noted was that, in 1918, 
the disease was spread in part through 
the appalling conditions of World War I. 
Also too often left unsaid was that, 
since 1918, we have invented not only 
antibiotics and effective flu vaccines, 
but antiviral drugs, intensive care, and 
some notion of how to slow the pace 
of an epidemic.
Newsweek magazine showed a 
pig-snout on its cover to illustrate 
“Fear & The Flu — The New Age of 
Pandemics.” That article pondered 
the hazards of factory farming and 
concluded ominously, “if we don’t do 
something about it, this ecology will 
one day spawn a severe epidemic that 
will dwarf that of 1918.” That’s quite 
possibly true in terms of a global body 
count — considering that so much 
of the world lacks access to decent 
medicine — but far less likely to be 
the case for the relatively affluent 
readers of Newsweek.
And speaking of pig snouts, one of 
the most curious sub-plots revolved 
around the name of the disease. After 
pig farmers complained that “swine 
flu” was besmirching their livelihood 
and scaring people away from their 
wares, the medical Powers That Be 
made the rather dubious decision 
to rename the potential pandemic 
strain ‘2009 H1N1’. That’s a ridiculous 
moniker, considering that one of the 
prime strains of flu that’s already in 
wide circulation is also called H1N1, 
so now we have two strains named 
H1N1 to keep straight (nobody 
bothered with the 2009 part of the 
name — too much baggage).
Other attempted names died 
quickly. “Government officials in 
Thailand, one of the world’s largest 
meat exporters, have started referring 
to the disease as ‘Mexican flu’,” the 
New York Times reported. “An Israeli 
deputy health minister — an ultra-
Orthodox Jew — said his country 
would do the same, to keep Jews 
from having to say the word ‘swine’. However, his call seemed to have 
been largely ignored.”
(I suggested, in jest, that my 
network call it ‘the other white virus’, 
in deference to the industry’s slogan 
that pork is ‘the other white meat’.) 
National Public Radio, the Los Angeles 
Times and many other media continued 
to refer to the disease as ‘swine flu’, 
despite some official grumblings.
It is true that the ‘swine’ label 
may have helped stir some of the 
anxiety over what as of this writing 
appears to be a more ordinary flu. 
It’s an emotionally laden word. 
“Swine,” the New Yorker magazine 
noted, “encompasses, in a single 
syllable, decades of greed and entitlement. In darker psyches, the 
thought lurked: was the pandemic 
some sort of cosmic comeuppance for 
our collective swinishness, a funk for 
our profligate times?”
The name ‘H1N1’ persists. It is not 
only commercially correct, it seems 
much more clinical, emotionally 
detached, and aseptic. Come to think 
of it, H1N1 sounds like the kind of 
ailment that would afflict not a human, 
but maybe R2D2.
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